Alcohol Consumption and Intimate Relationships in College Students by Osterbauer, Meghan
Running head: ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION AND INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alcohol Consumption and Intimate Relationships in College Students 
Meghan A. Osterbauer 
University of Minnesota Duluth 
Advisor Scott R. Carlson 
University of Minnesota Duluth 
 
  
ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION AND INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 2 
Abstract 
In the present study, we sought to examine the relationship between aspects of intimate 
relationships (status and length) and alcohol consumption in college students. We ran 
independent groups t-tests to analyze connections between status (committed and not committed) 
and drinking measures. Both the Short Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (S-MAST) and 
Quantity X Frequency of drinking trended (though not significant) so that those who were not 
committed drank more than those who were. There was also a trend (measured with Kendal’s 
Tau to account for skewed data) for those who were in their relationship for longer to drink less 
than those who hadn’t been committed for as long. Because of the low number of participants 
(n=35), we are unable to draw any solid conclusions from our results. 
Keywords: intimate relationships, relationship status, relationship length, alcohol 
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Alcohol Consumption and Intimate Relationships in College Students 
Intimate relationships play an important role in nearly everyone’s life and have been 
found to be reliable predictors of overall life satisfaction (Gustavson, Røysamb, von Soest, 
Helland, & Mathiesen, 2012). Because of this, there is a large amount of research published 
regarding intimate relationships. Emotional intimacy and sexual intimacy are among the factors 
influencing intimate relationships that have been previously researched (Yoo, Bartle-Haring, 
Day, & Gangamma, 2014). Various aspects of relationships, such as relationship status, 
commitment, and satisfaction, have been previously studied in relation to alcohol consumption. 
However, there is a limited amount of research on college students and/or young adults in 
general regarding alcohol use and relationships. Previous research regarding satisfaction in 
intimate relationships has been predominantly focused on married couples (Yoo et al., 2014). 
Over 70% of young adults (age 18) in the U.S. report having been in an intimate relationship 
(Meeus, Branje, van, & de Wied, 2007). This combined with the prevalence of college students 
who have consumed alcohol in the past month (approximately 60%) demonstrates the 
significance of the gap in literature on the subject (Alcohol facts and statistics, 2014). Because of 
this, we chose to study the relationship between aspects of intimate relationships (status, length 
of the relationship, and satisfaction) and drinking behavior in college students. We also hoped to 
analyze gender as a potential moderator for these relationships due to studies that have found 
associations between masculine and feminine norms and drinking behavior (Kaya, Iwamoto, 
Grivel, Clinton, & Brady, 2016). 
While the research is limited, there have been some studies on our topics of interest. A 
study by Pedersen, Lee, Larimer, and Neighbors (2009) found that those who were single and 
dating drank more than those who were single and not dating or in committed relationships. 
Salvatore, Kendler, and Dick (2014) made this same conclusion following their study. Neither of 
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these studies found a difference in drinking behavior between those who were single (and not 
dating) and those in a committed relationship. We expect our results for those groups to be 
consistent with these previous findings. 
Along these same lines, the fact that those who are dating more causally were found to 
drink more than those in committed relationships has led us to the idea that this same trend may 
follow into more committed stages of relationships. We hope to extend previous findings by 
determining if the length of a committed relationship is also connected to drinking behavior. 
Because causal dating is typically the beginning of a committed relationship, it is possible that 
there is a difference between those who are just starting in a committed relationship and those 
who have been in their relationship for a longer time.  Ahmetoglu, Swami, and Chamorro-
Premuzic (2010) found a correlation between relationship commitment and relationship length.  
Therefore, along with differentiating between those dating causally and those who are single, we 
chose to differentiate between those who have been in a committed relationship for longer and 
those who have been in the relationship for a shorter amount of time. 
Research has also been done specifically on the effects of alcohol use on relationship 
satisfaction. A study by Leadley, Clark, and Caetano (1999) found that differences in partners’ 
drinking patterns had a negative effect on their relationship. A study by Owens, Hallgren, Ladd, 
Rynes, McCrady, and Epstein (2013) also found that women with lower relationship satisfaction 
had more drinking urges than those with higher satisfaction. Similarly, Rodriguez, Øverup, and 
Neighbors (2013) also found that people whose partners drank at high levels were less satisfied 
than those who drank at lower levels. This was true regardless of the person’s perceptions of 
their partner’s drinking. These studies inform our prediction that college students with higher 
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levels of drinking will report lower relationship satisfaction than those with lower drinking 
levels. 
We are also interested in the potential moderating effect of gender in these relationships. 
The study previously described by Pedersen, Lee, Larimer, and Neighbors (2009) also found a 
main effect of gender such that males drank more than females. Another study by Kaya, 
Iwamoto, Grivel, Clinton, and Brady (2016) found a relationship between certain feminine and 
masculine norms and heavy episodic drinking (HED) where the typically more masculine norms 
were associated with more HED and the feminine less HED. Further, Rodriguez, Øverup, and 
Neighbors (2013) found an interaction such that perceptions of drinking levels (when drinking 
levels were low) were more influential on males’ relationship satisfaction than females. These 
studies suggest gender as a potential moderator between aspects of intimate relationships and 
alcohol consumption. 
Overall, we hoped to find several relationships between aspects of intimate relationships 
and drinking behavior in college students. Specifically, we are interested in relationship status, 
length, and satisfaction as connected to alcohol consumption and gender as a potential moderator 
in these relationships. Given the previous research, we predict that those who are not in a 
committed relationship will drink more than those who are, those who have been in their 
relationship for a shorter amount of time will drink more than those who have been in it for 
longer, and those who are less satisfied will drink more than those who are more satisfied. We 
also predict that there will be a moderating effect of gender such that these differences will be 
more pronounced for males than females.  
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Method 
Participants 
Participants consisted of 20 undergraduate psychology students (5 male and 15 female) at 
the University of Minnesota Duluth. Participants were recruited with a departmental study 
posting system (SONA). They were between 18 and 21 years of age (M =19.30, SD=0.87). 
Compensation for participation was given in the form of credit  in a  psychology course. Written 
informed consent was obtained from all participants before data was collected. We followed the 
ethical standards of the American Psychological Association (APA) under the supervision of the 
University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board. 
Materials 
Demographics and Relationship Questions. A 12-item demographics form was used at 
the lab session. Questions were asked on age, race, gender, etc. We also used 3 items to assess 
relationship history. These items asked about relationship history (previous marriages and 
cohabitation), relationship status, and the length of their relationship. 
CSI-16. Students were asked about their relationship status using 3 items. For those in a 
relationship, relationship satisfaction was measured using the Couples Satisfaction Index- 16 
(CSI-16, 16 items). This measure is composed of questions on 6 and 7 point Likert scales. The 
CSI was found to have moderately high reliability in a meta-analysis of relationship satisfaction 
measures (Graham, Diebels, & Barnow, 2011). 
Drinking. Several questions recommended by the National Institute of Alcoholism and 
Alcohol Abuse (NIAAA) for indexing drinking behaviors, including frequency of binge drinking 
in the past year, were administered (8 items). Our study focused on Quantity X Frequency of 
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drinking. Carlson and Johnson (2012) found a satisfactory level of test-retest reliability for the 
Quantity r(51) = 0.90, Frequency r(51) = 0.92, and Quantity X Frequency r(51) = 0.85 measures. 
S-MAST. We also administered the Short Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test (S-
MAST, 13 items) (Selzer, Vinokur, & Van Rooijen, 1975).  This test consists of 13 yes or no 
questions. The full MAST has been found to have satisfactory levels of reliability and validity 
with the shorter versions having slightly lower reliability (Gibbs, 1983). However, a study by 
Pokorny, Miller, and Kaplan (1972) found that a shortened version of the MAST was as effective 
as the full version. 
DASS-21. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scale -21 (DASS-21, 21 items) was 
administered during the assessment in order to evaluate depression, anxiety, and stress. This 
measure was found to be both reliable and valid (Antony, Bieling, Cox, Enns, & Swinson, 1998). 
Items pertaining to sexual assault, HIV and drinking were removed or edited.  
Procedure 
Our study assessed the relationship between alcohol consumption and aspects of intimate 
relationships in college students. Participants completed our questionnaires using the survey 
system Qualtrics in the lab. Participants completed the questionnaires in the order listed. 
Results 
 Our analysis focused on the connection between relationship status (committed and not 
committed) and length and drinking behavior. Being in a committed relationship was defined as 
the participant selecting either “I am in a committed romantic or sexual relationship (but not 
married)” or “I am married” as being true for him or herself (n=7). Being not committed was 
defined as the participant selecting either “I am not in a relationship” or “I am dating – but not in 
a committed relationship” as true for him or herself (n=13). Relationship length was measured in 
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months. Given the low number of participants we had (n=20) and the lower number of 
participants in relationships (n=7), it was impractical to attempt to analyze relationship 
satisfaction. We were also unable to measure gender effects because of the low number of male 
participants (n=5). Means and standard deviations for the two levels of relationship status were 
calculated. The following is a list of the descriptive statistics before transformation: Quantity  
(M = 5.35 standard drinks/occasion, SD = 3.05), Frequency (M = 64.15 days/year, SD = 53.97), 
Quantity X Frequency (M = 428.00 drinks/year, SD = 408.95), and S-MAST (M = 1.55, SD = 
1.28).  
 We ran two independent groups t-tests on the dependent variables Quantity X Frequency 
of drinking and S-MAST scores. Our t-test indicated that there was a significant difference in 
Quantity X Frequency scores between those who reported being a committed relationship and 
those who reported not being in a committed relationship, t(7.075) = 2.405, p = 0.047. However, 
this significant finding is fragile and could change with an increase in participants. It is important 
to note, also, that this test was run with unequal variances in the two groups. Figure 1 shows a 
comparison of log transformed means of Quantity X Frequency scores in those who are 
committed and those who are not committed. There was not a significant difference between 
these two groups in S-MAST scores t(18) = 0.85, p = 0.23. Figure 2 shows a comparison of log 
transformed means of S-MAST scores in those who are committed and those who are not 
committed. Although the S-MAST scores were not significantly different, these still suggest that 
there could be a relationship between relationship status and drinking behavior. 
 We also analyzed the relationship between relationship length and Quantity X Frequency 
of drinking using Kendal’s Tau. This was used to account for the highly skewed data because 
many of our participants were not in relationships and so had a relationship length of 0 months. 
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This did not yield a statistically significant result τ(18) = -0.025, p = 0.34.  While not significant, 
the direction may suggest that with more participants there may be a relationship between 
relationship length and drinking behavior.  
Discussion 
 We hypothesized connections between relationship status, length, and satisfaction and 
drinking behavior. We predicted that those in a committed relationship would drink less than 
those not in a committed relationship, that those in their relationship for longer would drink less 
than those in it for shorter, and that those who are more satisfied would drink less than those who 
are less satisfied. We were not able to adequately analyze relationship satisfaction because of the 
low number of participants in a relationship. However, we were able to analyze our other 
variables and, despite our low number of participants, found a significant result. 
 We found that relationship status was connected to drinking behavior in that those who 
were in a committed relationship drank less (in terms of Quantity X Frequency) than those who 
were not in a committed relationship. This is in accordance with our hypothesis. In line with this, 
S-MAST scores (though not significant) also went in this same direction. This was also in the 
direction so that those in a committed relationship drank less than those not in a committed 
relationship. While this does not support our hypothesis in that it was not significant, it is in the 
correct direction and could potentially reach significance with more participants. While it is 
difficult to draw a solid conclusion from these findings, it could lend support for the hypothesis. 
There was also a non-significant finding regarding our hypothesis on the length of relationships 
and drinking. There was a very slight tendency for those who were in their relationship for 
longer to drink less than those not in their relationship as long. Again, it is possible that this 
finding would reach significance by increasing the number of participants.  
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 These results could point toward a bidirectional relationship between aspects of intimate 
relationships and drinking behavior. These variables could feed into one another. It is possible 
that drinking less leads to more relationship stability and longer relationships while more 
stability and commitment also leads to students drinking less. On the flip side, drinking more 
could lead to fewer relationships with less stability and this lack of commitment and stability 
could lead to students drinking more. However, these findings could also point to a third variable 
influencing both aspects of intimate relationships and drinking behavior. For example, sensation 
seeking has been found to be related to both drinking behavior and relationship satisfaction 
(Mastroleo, Scaglione, Mallett, & Turrisi, 2013; Thornquist, Zuckerman, & Exline, 1991).  
 The main limitation of our study was the low number of participants. Any conclusions 
drawn from our results are tentative because of this. We also had a 3:1 female to male ratio of 
our participants. In addition, 80% of our participants were Caucasian and the other 20% were 
Asian. These factors limit the ability of our findings to generalize to other populations.  
Because of the low number of participants, it is difficult to draw any solid conclusions 
from this study. However, our results do hint toward the idea that both relationship status and 
length are connected to drinking behavior. This would be consistent with the previously 
mentioned study by Salvador, Kendler, and Dick (2014) that found that those who were dating 
but not committed drank more than those who were just single or committed. This is consistent 
because we simply grouped our participants in terms of being committed or not committed. A 
study by Blake, Connor, Gray, and Tustin (2015) also found alcohol consumption to be related to 
relationship status. There is very limited, if any, data to concur or conflict with our finding (or 
lack of) regarding relationship length and drinking habits.  
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Future studies could increase the number and diversity of participants to draw stronger, 
more generalizable conclusions. Given the serious lack of previous research, studying the 
connection between relationship length and alcohol consumption would be especially beneficial. 
Relationship satisfaction could also be studied with more participants to allow for analysis. It 
could even be studied longitudinally to see if there is a bidirectional relationship between 
relationship satisfaction and alcohol consumption. 
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Figure 1. Comparison of log transformed means of Quantity X Frequency of drinking between 
those in committed and those not in committed relationships. Standard error represented in error 
bars.  
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Figure 2. Comparison of log transformed means of S-MAST scores between those in committed 
and those not in committed relationships. Standard error represented in error bars. 
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